FRENCH   POLITICAL  THOUGHT
Kenan's real task, and his mortal sin, was to offer the modern
mind a non-Catholic religious feeling, and no Church with a
claim to the monopoly of religious truth can forgive such an
attempt. Hence the Catholic outcry, that Renan never was
really religious; that (to quote a later article by M. Barr&s)1
the real truth about his " crisis of conscience " is, that there
was no such crisis, no inner struggle, because he had never
been Catholic or religious.2 Hence Barres' description, typical
of the right-thinking Catholic judgment of his day, of Renan
as the "perfect rhetor," of his smiling hypocrisy, his Jesuitical
genius, his moral nihilism.
The Church, in fact, could not forgive Renan's success in
showing perfect morality of private life based on a non-dogmatic
view of religion, Renan should have been, by all decent pre-
cedent, an immoral scoundrel, his abandonment of celibacy
but the prelude to licence in deed and word. This ex-priest
living first a monkish life and then being a perfect husband
and father, preaching the strictest purity as a universal rule of
life and declaring that a people were really great in proportion
as they were chaste, this was an intolerable scandal. And
all the ecclesiastical hounds, helped by many non-Catholic
Christians,3 were let loose on this non-Christian puritan, whose
grandson,4 converted to Catholicism, turned into a patriotic
bellicist in atonement for his grandfather's sins.
The publication of hitherto unpublished letters of Renan
should finally lay to rest the legend of Renanist dilettantism
and moral indifference, so largely created by his orthodox
enemies; and one cannot but agree with the reviewer of the
above book in the Journal des Debats^ that, as M. Paul Bourget
1  Le Figaro, ist May 1896.
2  The non-religious Georges Sorel agreed with tHis: " Renan n'a qu'une
idee superficielle du Christianisme; il n'en a jamais saisi les tendances fonda-
mentales, le mysterieux, rincommunicable. ... II voulait attaquer 1'figlise en
dissimulant la revolution qu'avait etc* le Christianisme " (Renan, pp. 57, 69).
3  As for instance Professor Allier, in his PMlosopMe d* Ernest Renan. For
him, " Renan's vague and penetrating sentimentality was leading people to
the abyss^ . . only a renewal of individual conscience will free French thought
from his influence" (pp. 180, 181).
4  Ernest Psichari, author of VApfel au Soldat (killed in the Great War).
228